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NATIONALITY OF MARRIED WOMEN. 


By CarystTaL MACMILLAN. 


After fifty years’ work, one of the chief political rights, the 
Parliamentary vote, has been given to a limited number of women. 
An even more fundamental political right—that 
The Political of belonging to a nation, of having a nationality 
Right to Nation- in one’s own right, and not merely derivatively 
ality : The Present as a dependant person—however, is still denied 
Law. tomarried women. A married woman ‘is deemed 
to be” of the nationality of her husband. This 
means that a British woman whose husband is a foreigner, is in 
law treated as a foreigner. No British man, whatever his record— 
~he may marry a foreigner, he may be a criminal—is ever deprived 
of British nationality without his consent. British women are as 
attached to their country as are men. It is treating nationality 
as of little importance to act as if a woman had no interest in it. 
The consequences of this assumption are absurd. Witness the 
marriages of undesirable foreign women to British men in order 
to escape deportation. But before 1870 the law was not so. To 
urge a married woman’s right to nationality then, is merely to ask 
for the restoration of a lost right. 


In 1914, even before women were voters, the urgent demands 
of women’s organisations secured some slight amendments of the 
1870 law. A British woman whose foreign husband has died, or 

_who is divorced, may now be allowed—she has no absolute right— 
to resume her British nationality without satisfying the residential 
conditions required by other foreigners. If her British husband 
changes his nationality, she has now the right to elect to remain 
British. 


A later Act makes it possible for a British woman married 
to an alien enemy to be admitted (!) to British nationality in war 
time. 
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The fact that the Home and Dominion Governments have 
since 1914 been working together with a view to establishing 
imperial nationality has complicated the question 
British Empire: politically. The women’s organisations of the 
Women’s Demand. Home and Dominion Governments have also 
been working together to urge that the right 
enjoyed by women under the laws of the United Kingdom before 
1870 should be restored, “‘ that uniformly throughout the Empire 
the law should provide that a woman shall not on marriage with 
an alien be deprived of her British nationality against her will ; 
but that she shall be given the same choice of nationality as a 
man.’ A Memorial in this sense, organised by the National Council 
of Women of Great Britain and Ireland, and signed by more than 
seventy women’s nationally or State organised societies throughout 
the Empire; has been presented to the Imperial Conference. 


At home a bill embodying this reform, and promoted by the 
National Council of Women, was in 1922 introduced into the 
House of Commons by Lord Daneford (then Sir John Butcher), 
and passed its Second Reading without a division. In 1923 a 
Select Committee of the Lords and Commons was equally divided 
on the question. But it is significant that the Commons 
Members of that Committee were unanimously in favour of the 
reforms demanded by the- women. 


The next step to be taken is the introduction into the House 

of Commons of a resolution declaring the desirability of giving to a 

British woman the right to retain her nationality 

Practical Action on marriage with a foreigner, and the same right 

To-day. to change her nationality as a man ; and, further, 

instructing the Government to consult the 

Dominion Governments with a view to joint action for legislation 

on these lines. Since all the parties stand for.equal political rights 

for men and women, there should be little difficulty in securing its 
successful passage. 


Rapid progress is being made abroad. In 1922 the United 
States restored to American married women the right to their 
nationality lost only in the beginning of this 
Foreign century. In the same year Belgium gave to 
Countries. Belgian women the right to retain their nation- 
ality on marriage with a foreigner. In 1924 
Sweden gave to her women the right to remain Swedish on marriage 
with a foreigner if they lived either in Sweden or any other country 
not their husband’s. Norway and Denmark are discussing measures 
on similar lines. The question has also recently been before the 
French and German Parliaments, while in several South American 
countries women already have nationality rights. 
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